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The Miller’s Bridge


By the River Our – between Luxembourg and Germany – there is, on the German side, a mill barely a kilometre south of the village of Dasburg. It is known as Frankmühle, but the owner, Johann Holper, lives on the Luxembourg side, in the village of Rodershausen.


In late summer, when the water level is low, he can wade across the river – and the border – on his way to work, which takes him five minutes. In the winter months, when the river is high, he has to walk up to Dasburg, cross the bridge there and walk back along the German bank, which takes him about an hour. By horse and cart it takes the same time, because then he can’t use the tracks through the forest.


As Johann Holper doesn’t live a great deal further from his workplace than many a farmer does, he sits down at his desk on 26 November, 1893 and writes a letter to the Bürgermeister in Daleiden, the closest district to his home on the German side.


“. . . as I live in Rodershausen but own a mill on the German side, Frankmühle, and have to make a detour of about an hour to get there, I hereby most respectfully beg permission to make a path and construct a small wooden bridge by the mill in the Our Valley to fulfil my needs . . .”


Since Johann Holper was born on the border and had learned at his mother’s knee that national borders are not something to be taken lightly, he assures the Bürgermeister, twice in fact, that he is requesting only a “very small bridge”, in other words not a major road between two nations which may be used for importing or exporting goods, for commercial ends, that is, which necessarily would require a customs office; nor was it to be built for wheeled vehicles, thus allowing it to be used for military purposes, which would necessitate a border-control point: all he wants is a footbridge, the sole function of which is to keep the feet dry of those who are already legally entitled to cross the border in the summer and to save them two, otherwise wasted, working hours in the winter.


The next day he takes the letter with him on his way to Frankmühle and posts it on the German side, so that it will only be en route two to three days up the mountain to Daleiden, rather than sending it from home, in which case it would have to go via Luxembourg, the capital city, constituting a detour of around 140 kilometres, which with checks and transport time would have meant a journey of at least seven days. It is tricks like this that Johann Holper has learned over a long life by the border, so he has German stamps in his desk drawer and in this way also saves on postage. Now, he reflects with a certain pleasure, his letter is taking the same welcome shortcut he himself has hopes of taking in the future, without breaking the law.


The Bürgermeister of Daleiden is also a seasoned border fox, who immediately recognises that this is far too big an issue for his office, so he passes the letter on to Kreis Prüm. But even this regional authority is not high enough, so the miller’s application is passed up a level, to the provincial government in Trier. Here the matter is dealt with according to the usual procedures for bilateral state affairs and a copy is sent to the government in the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, to the miller’s own government, that is, with a request for comments and views.


The Luxembourg government is somewhat bemused that one of their subjects has taken the long way round the river with his application, instead of going straight to them, this approach only delays proceedings, but that is the miller’s business. After the turn of the year a delegation, together with the corresponding authorities from Trier, is commissioned to examine the feasibility of coming to an agreement with regard to the “Frankmühle Case”.


A number of points have to be clarified first. Who can use the bridge, apart from the miller himself? And as “use” is to some degree reflected in the size and design of the construction, a decision is taken to demand binding guarantees from the miller that the bridge will only be utilised by people travelling on foot.


And now the miller replies through “the official channels”, for he has also Luxembourg stamps in his desk, and he repeats that of course it will be a very small bridge, a footbridge, as stated in his application, and since the River Our is so shallow that you can wade across in the summer and winter, such that the proposed construction could not possibly have much effect on any undesired or unmonitored crossings, which are hardly likely to be determined by whether one would get one’s wet feet or not, I cannot see that there are any reasonable grounds for not allowing a bridge to be built . . .


The officials dealing with the case in Luxembourg detect a tone of irritability in this letter but choose to ignore it. In the meantime their German counter-parts suspect that with his private bridge initiative Holper is only trying to avoid paying the toll that a pedestrian has to pay to cross the official bridge at Dasburg. To which the miller responds that he does not pay a toll as he has land on each side and accordingly does not represent a source of income for either part under the present arrangement and so would not constitute any loss under a new arrangement.


The officials accept this too and can eventually get to grips with the main problem: who will have jurisdiction over the new bridge? Germany or Luxembourg?


This is a tougher nut to crack.


Ownership of – and therefore responsibility for – the other bridges over the Our is regulated according to a bilateral agreement, and even though there is nothing in principle to prevent the status of these bridges acting as a precedent for the miller’s bridge, this would not solve the question of financial responsibility as neither the German nor the Luxembourg public can commit themselves to this kind of project since the construction will be of no benefit to anyone other than Johann Holper and his small family, who are the very people who made this unorthodox application in the first place.


Whereupon Johann Holper sits down and pens yet another letter, or rather two identically worded letters, one to Trier and one to the capital of the Grand Duchy, in which he unconditionally assumes responsibility for the bridge, both financially and in all other respects.


This proposition is accepted, with reservations, whereby in truth both parties sweep the legal complications under the carpet, concomitant with a private citizen not only owning property on two sides of a national border but also “owning and having responsibility for” the link between them, as it is well known that there are farmers along the Our with land on each side who wade over or cross by horse and cart when they have to mow or milk rather than using the official crossing points, but then the authorities have turned a blind eye to these goings-on from time immemorial.


So on 22 July, 1894 the authorities in Trier, in conjunction with the government of the Grand Duchy, “grant permission for an extremely small bridge – of wood – to be constructed over the River Our at Frankmühle . . .”


*


By this time, however, Johann Holper has lost patience, or else assumed it would never occur to anyone to refuse him this bagatelle of a bridge, or couldn’t care less, no-one knows, so he has already set to work erecting it, six pairs of oak piles are rammed into the river bed to hold two support beams to which Holper nails a few rungs, it looks like a horizontal ladder which neither beast nor vehicle can use to cross the river.


The authorities in Trier, though, have – after the decision to grant permission was taken – sent the case to the National Building Council with a stipulation that plans for the construction of the “Frankmühlerbrücke” should be drawn up and approved.


In late autumn that year, on October 17 to be precise, Land Surveyor Krebs, who has just returned from a trip to the Our Valley, personally informs the Regierungspräsident in Trier with consternation in his voice that a “Frankmühlerbrücke” has already been built.


In German official circles it is felt that Holper has possibly been a little too quick off the mark, but of course it can’t be proved just like that and permission has after all been granted.


But then Krebs comes to the rescue of his superiors by suggesting that the tricky “question of responsibility” cannot be said to have been resolved after all, as the case is in his hands now, and he – without breaking the laws of the land – cannot give his technical approval to the shoddy work that has been perpetrated at Frankmühle – nor “take responsibility for the safety and durability of the hastily assembled collection of poles and planks”, as he put it.


With a certain relief, the German authorities thereby note legitimate grounds for suspecting a breach of building regulations and refer the case to Das Königliche Forstamt – the Royal Forestry Commission – in Kreis Prüm for further action, who in turn assign the case to their man on the spot, Jakob Hemmerling, a forester living in Dasburg, less than half an hour’s walk from the disputed construction.


Like Holper, Hemmerling is a border fox, inured to this nonsense from birth, so he takes his time over the investigation and the following March sends a report to his superiors in Prüm, who are then able to read in black and white:


“There is no bridge at Frankmühle.”


Das Königliche Forstamt hereby declares the case closed and commits it to the archives.









Jazz


1


At the crack of dawn on 16 December, 1944 General Hasso von Manteuffel’s Fifth Panzer Army broke through the Allied lines along Skyline Drive, as the Americans called it, or the Siegfried Line, as the British called it, or Westwall, as the Germans called it, Hitler’s border with Luxembourg and Belgium, thereby starting the Ardennes Offensive: the last convulsions of the Third Reich, as everyone agreed.


The Germans had managed to assemble close on 300,000 men and more than 900 armoured vehicles behind the front without these movements being spotted by Allied aerial reconnaissance. In the forward deployment area the 2nd Panzer Division crossed the River Our at Dasburg, having first hastily constructed a new bridge as a replacement for the one they had blown up when they retreated three months earlier, and advanced into territory defended by the American 110th Regiment under the command of Colonel Hurley E. Fuller, an outstanding officer who had made a name for himself and been decorated in the First World War, and who at this moment was at his H.Q. in the picturesque medieval town of Clervaux, thirteen kilometres further west in the heart of the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg.


Despite determined resistance from the American border forces, who had been caught off guard, 2nd Panzers rolled through the Ardennes in massive numbers and on the morning of the 17th reached the outskirts of Clervaux. Fuller had billeted his staff at the Clervalis Hotel in the middle of town – which lies in a deep valley – and had absolutely no idea what was going on. Manteuffel had persuaded Hitler to allow him to deploy his infantry before the tanks, to secure bridges, clear the roads, disrupt communications and prevent sabotage by the fleeing Allied forces, for Manteuffel was a German to his boots and knew that when all hope was gone, when all roads were closed, when all resources were exhausted, when all lives had been sacrificed and the skies were laden with soot, there was only one thing to do, to invade the Ardennes, for that is what no-one expects, however often it happens, this fur-coated, sleeping miracle, which through the ages has lain here between the sea and the Reich with its unanswered questions and winding side roads, with its shadows and farmers and forests and dwarfs and its enticing steep hillsides, its mysterious castles and its unendingly depressing rain trickling down over the most sorrowful stories that no-one can be bothered to tell any more.


Colonel Fuller’s communications with the rest of the world were effectively severed on this strange Sunday morning in December 1944 when all the whole of Europe was waiting for was peace. The American was left to try to get an overview of the situation by means of intelligence reports which were in effect little more than rumour supplied to him by a civilian population fleeing in panic. Through the hotel window he could see women and children and the elderly pouring through the streets, horses and domestic animals, carts and tractors and rickety vehicles in improvised columns, while the sounds that reached him through the majestic beech treetops, the inexorably swelling song of the forest, was unmistakable: full-scale war once again.


Fuller had dug in on the high ground around the town, but he had no more than twelve Sherman tanks (as opposed to the thirty Tigers which the Fifth Panzers powered in with, as well as twice as many Panthers), and all twelve of them were knocked out in the course of the morning. By half past eleven the Germans were beginning to encircle the town, and minutes later the bombardment started; the medieval chateau was one of the prime targets, the highest point, where Fuller had established his quarters.


But a little later – at 12.34 hours according to records – he miraculously managed to get through to the staff H.Q. in Wiltz, a town fifteen kilometres south-west of Clervaux, under the command of Major General Norman D. Cota. Colonel Fuller gave his superior as precise a description of the situation as possible and asked “in desperation” – his own words – for artillery and tank support.


Cota answered:


“I can send you a battery of S.P. guns, but that’s all. I’ve got two other regiments which need help.” (These were busy resisting – also in vain – Manteuffel’s Panzer Lehr Division, which had broken through the lines south of Dasburg, between Gemünd and Vianden.)


Fuller:


“I’ve got twelve Tigers on my back.” (The correct figure was in fact thirty.) “They’ve moved into position on the ridge east of town!” (They were in the process of encircling them.)


Cota:


“I can’t – with the best will in the world – give you more than one battery. And don’t forget the orders. Hold out at all costs. Yield no ground! Every man at his post.”


A few seconds of silence followed at Fuller’s end of the crackly line.


Cota:


“Are you there, Fuller? Did you get that?”


Fuller:


“Yes, sir. Every man will remain at his post.”


At 3 p.m. Clervaux was, to use the German word, eingekesselt – “kettled in”. All Fuller’s strongpoints were in enemy hands. The German tanks advanced on the town from three sides. The G.I.s put up doughty resistance, but were still losing ground. And shortly before the onset of darkness Fuller gave his surviving company commanders – by telephone (another miracle!) – “strict orders to fight to the last man!”


A second later the line was cut, a deafening explosion followed, floors and walls shook, the roof was holed and on the verge of collapsing, the lights went out, and through the shattered window Fuller caught sight of a German tank, at a distance of fifteen metres, pumping shell after shell into the old hotel. “The Colonel decided to regroup”, as the Time Life report the following spring phrased it, which more accurately meant that he jumped out of a window at the rear of the hotel with the raggle-taggle remnants of his staff and then managed to climb up a ladder leaning against a cliff, with a blinded comrade clinging to his belt. Five men reached the high ground between two German panzer positions more or less in one piece, where they hunkered down on the snow-covered forest floor, exhausted; it was the hardest winter in the Ardennes for decades, huge falls of snow, on some nights down to minus twenty, all of which Hitler had been counting on, or at least had hoped for (there was some disagreement among his meteorologists); the offensive had in fact been given the code name Operation Herbstnebel, Operation Autumn Mist, amongst others.


After regaining his composure – and breath – Fuller raised his head and looked down at the town: “Clervaux was like an inferno”, he later reported. “The Panthers roared through the ruins and fired at close range into house after house, where a few scattered and desperate G.I.s were still offering resistance. Above the burning buildings there was a dense cloud of smoke, as if from burning oil, occasionally rent by flares and searchlight beams.”


With his comrades, Fuller managed to struggle the fifteen kilometres through the forest to Wiltz, while the remnants of his troops barricaded themselves in the old chateau and held out for another twenty-four hours beneath a massive bombardment from all sides (including phosphorus shells), but when that too was over the Germans stormed the building to find only dead and wounded, except for in the chateau’s smouldering ballroom, where a solitary G.I. was playing the piano – jazz.


2


All this happened a long time ago, but jazz and the war and Clervaux have pursued me for twenty-five years; the soldier at the piano was eventually to father one of the main characters in this novel, although the child was conceived under such enigmatic circumstances that it took me quite a few years to identify him as the perpetrator. When the Germans attacked the battered chateau they were so astounded to find a man absorbed in Scott Joplin amidst the hail of bullets that they quite forgot to kill him. Instead they took him prisoner and dumped him in a jeep with two wounded German soldiers, after which the men were sent behind the lines to Germany. But the Dasburg road was blocked by advancing panzer columns, so they had to take forest roads and here they were in unknown territory, both the attackers and those under attack, on top of which, after nightfall, the vehicles broke down in mud and slush.


The trio had to set off on foot – a musical G.I., a German officer with one arm in a sling and an infantryman with one mangled eye and the other covered by a blood-stained bandage (fortunately with his pockets full of amphetamines, though) – as best they could, and they ended up – literally – following Colonel Fuller’s footsteps to Wiltz, which was now also in Wehrmacht hands; however, it took them more than two days to cover the fifteen kilometres, and by then Fuller and his sorry crew had fallen into the clutches of the Germans out of sheer exhaustion; Cota had had to abandon the town, more or less in a state of panic.


As a result, the Pianist once again came face to face with his superior officer, Fuller, who demanded a correct military salute before giving him a brief embrace, also in the correct manner, and informing him that: All life has to offer is a deferment of the inevitable, young man. We’re going to die here, since we didn’t do so in Clervaux.


Wiltz had to be held at all costs (Hitler’s orders), so they had rigged up a kind of prison area, a combination of torture chamber and field hospital, I later learned (possibly from a not entirely reliable source, the mother of one of this novel’s main protagonists), where the prisoners were alternately given beatings and medical treatment behind the thin partitions; the Germans were primarily interested in discovering the location of the Allies’ fuel supplies in the Ardennes; indeed lack of fuel was to prove fatal for Manteuffel.


As a result of a beating, the Pianist lost his hearing in one ear and the use of his left hand. But five days after his arrival he escaped with the help of a Belgian nurse, one of the civilians in Wiltz who had been ordered to serve the Germans. She was a couple of years older than he was, tall and slim and blonde, like in a fairy tale, intelligent, headstrong and romantic. Her name was Maria and she fell head-over-heels for “this odd American” who with “his crazy good humour” managed to keep up the spirits of his fellow prisoners (“and me”) even here “in the depths of hell”, as she was later to confide to her closely guarded diary.


And they became a couple.


He simulated an epileptic fit which was so like the symptoms described in the medical manuals that the “idiot” in charge of the field hospital transferred him to a more humane department where supervision was slacker. Shortly afterwards the guards held an improvised party, thanks to the confiscation of a stash of Letzebuerger Kirsch (it was the fall of St Vith that was being celebrated, somewhat prematurely, it turned out), and the Pianist got up, sneaked out unseen into the latrines, removed the window from a wall using a screwdriver and crept out naked into the snow. The Belgian angel was waiting for him, her eyes filled with love and panic and her arms holding enough underwear to equip an army through a Russian winter; she put several layers on him and draped a German uniform over the top; they strolled out past the guard (who saluted), arm in arm as young lovers do, left the road as soon as they were out of sight, cut across a white field and were swallowed up by the forest.


So as not to leave a trail behind them they followed the farmers’ footprints, zigzagging back to Clervaux, of all places, where they sought refuge on the outskirts of the ravaged town at an abandoned farm in the valley near Abbaye St Maurice, the childhood home of one of Maria’s student friends, a farm, by the way, which this friend had no desire to see again after the war – she lost several of her nearest and dearest there – and which therefore in due course she would let Maria takeover for a nominal sum. But here, in a deserted farm behind one of the war’s least clearly defined fronts, the Belgian woman and the American pianist spent the next month in total isolation, or “in each other’s arms” as she expresses it in her diary.


But then peace came, it didn’t arrive as suddenly as the offensive, but came in fits and starts, and the Pianist became more and more restless as the Allied planes droned overhead in thick swarms on their way into the Reich bringing death and destruction together with civilised hopes of creating calm in Europe once and for all. And when, towards the end of January, some passing civilians – on their way home – told the couple that Manteuffel had run out of fuel before Christmas, had suffered bloody defeats at Bastogne and Celles and had not managed to reach Maas or Antwerpen, the Pianist hastened to join an Allied unit rumoured to have established itself in the border town of Vianden, about thirty kilometres south-east of Clervaux, making his way there, once again, on foot.


The two lovers looked into each other’s eyes, promised eternal fidelity and went their separate ways. “It was something he absolutely had to do, which could not on any account be postponed,” Maria writes bitterly in her diary, in English, in upright handwriting. For that was the last she saw of him. The Pianist deserted her. Or the war took him. He deserted both her love and his redeeming angel. Or the war destroyed everything. But not before he had become father to one of the main characters in this novel – Maria’s son, Robert.


Later, incidentally, she found out that the Pianist might have been a Canadian, that he had been living in the Luxembourg capital when hostilities broke out, as a kind of bohemian who entertained at cafés and cabarets for tips and other handouts. Thereafter he threw himself into the war against Hitler, like so many others in this courageous little country, which he eventually identified with, seeing himself as much more than a polite guest.


But there were only very few and very vague indications to support this Canada theory: “something he had said”, she argued without being very specific, “some place name”, and a certain knowledge of French that pointed to Quebec, but with her weakness for tragic heroism and her inability to distinguish her life from others’ she could just as well have exaggerated these details. Earlier that autumn (1944) – before Wiltz, that is – she had, you see, served at a field hospital on the outskirts of Antwerp, when the Canadian First Army, showing almost complete disregard for their own safety, wrested control of Scheldemunningen, opening the port of Antwerp to shipping, in the Battle of the Scheldt, as it is called in her encyclopaedia of World War Two, an engagement that has, incidentally, been described as “the worst ever theatre of war” – albeit in Allied military history – in which both the Luftwaffe and the Royal Air Force bombed the dykes and submerged the battlefield in water, with the result that those who were not killed in the fighting most likely froze to death in the icy water. In South Beveland Maria had some family who survived by hiding under a sail in a rotting boat for days. The nightmare lasted an eternity, and Maria may have suffered a spiritual cataclysm as she spent day after day and night after night stooped over Canadian soldiers who were dying in her hands; and this turmoil may have later caused her to risk her life for a total stranger (the Pianist, because she thought he could have been Canadian) and also to confuse the two experiences, at any rate subsequently, when she had to fit the pieces together to find an explanation, the strangest of explanations.


For a long time after the war she corresponded with several of these “Canadian saviours of ours”, or with their surviving relatives, and contributed in this way to making an interest in Canada, of all countries, one of this tiny family’s many quirks. When her son grew up, hers and the Pianist’s that is – he will soon be introduced – he got to know more about Canada, for example, than her own country, Belgium: the names of towns, climatic conditions, its history and the depth of Lake Huron – 228 metres.


But none of these theories about the origins of the Pianist could ever be confirmed. Or refuted. So for the son – and presumably for his mother, too – he will forever be “some sort of American” who in all probability made his living as a cabaret artist in various European towns in the years leading up to 1940 – it is at least not wholly impossible, an artist on the run from his own roots – until his conscience and the seriousness of events caught up with him, the war and a Belgian nurse.


*


“There was a freedom about the war,” Maria was wont to exclaim at emotional moments, “which I have never experienced either before or since.”


One might wonder whether the word “freedom” was well chosen, but this was a basic concept in her religiosity, the way other Catholics adhere to Mutter Gottes, Ave Maria and Lourdes. And it is an irrefutable fact that the whole of Maria’s existence (and thereby also her son’s) revolved around this one incomprehensible winter month of 1944–45, the quiet month of conception, peace in the eye of the hurricane, and that everything related to this was collected in photo albums, boxes, voluminous scrapbooks on bookshelves, and was read, studied, checked and scrutinised until, at the beginning of the 1970s, large quantities of the material ended up in the War Museum, founded in the meticulously restored chateau at Clervaux. In addition, the only thing that gave her childhood any meaning was that it led to that same climax, 1944, while the years after (when her son was a child) were a source of shame since they allowed the golden apogee to slip further and further behind her and everyone else. One might well say that time was her bitterest enemy. And the situation did not improve when – some time in her fifties – she began to say:


“Yes, those were the days.” A sentence she articulated with the same heart-rending valour with which intelligent women throughout history have always contemplated their fading beauty.


3


But she did have one palpable memory, the living proof that the whole thing had not been a dream: a son, whom she bore one beautiful October day in the greatest year of peace ever and whom she immediately named Robert after his absent father; he was his spitting image, he didn’t look like her at all, nor anyone in her family, the boy was a “sort of American” (him, too) and she was not ashamed to admit it, to have borne and raised this war child, there were enough other births in the region with a far more dubious origin.


The first ten years of peace passed with a receding hope, in the mother (and to a certain degree also in the son), that the Pianist would return – people don’t vanish into thin air, she would often say, not even in a war, at times there are the most incredible family reunions. (She was much mistaken with regard to the former: in the Ardennes Offensive three times as many American soldiers went missing in action as fell in combat). Moreover, the Pianist didn’t only owe her his fragmented life, she insisted, he also loved her, as she loved him, so he wasn’t staying away out of choice; this love was a credo in her and her son’s home, their vespers and catechism.


“He loves me,” she would say again and again, always in the present tense and especially after a couple of glasses of wine, like a staccato incantation, with hope and supplication in her faltering voice, though on occasion also with great conviction.


Thus the two most obvious explanations for the man failing to return were not even touched upon: either he had been killed on the dangerous journey to Vianden (there were mines and unexploded shells everywhere, and Vianden was not liberated until well into February, which meant that he could easily have walked straight into a German foxhole); or else, of course, he had fabricated the whole Vianden story in order to cover his tracks: for the things he “absolutely” had to see to, which “could not be postponed”, might have been something as mundane as a family, wife and children.


Robert himself – as he gradually began to get these matters clear in his mind – opted for the first explanation, a sudden death in a chaotic war zone, but he couldn’t ignore the fact that the Pianist didn’t actually need any family or any other external reasons as a pretext for staying away; Robert’s mother could be very demanding, especially in terms of love and idealism, and what man in times of peace can live up to a myth he has created in war, show me a man who wants to spend the rest of his life feeling “rescued” in the company of his rescuer, a woman, moreover, to whom he owes an eternal debt of gratitude and so on . . .?


The son was never sure which theory gave her the consolation she craved. But from her behaviour he presumed she must have concluded something along the lines that the Pianist was still looking for her, feverishly but blindly, due to memory loss, shell shock or as a consequence of a regular war neurosis. On several occasions she remarked that she had found herself in a coma-like condition from February to late autumn that year, throughout her pregnancy that is, with the consequence that all these months had completely vanished from her memory, the happy and unhappy times as they must have been, all in one tangled mess.


As Robert Junior grew up, and whenever the subject was not completely taboo (it was at times), he would ask her what the two of them had talked about during the month or so they were holed up, an ocean of time really, if you tot up the hours, the days and weeks that form a whole month for two lonely people – what clues might the Pianist have given her about himself and his background in that period?


But the pickings must have been lean because she always became vague and guilt-ridden when he broached the subject, and it would have come as no surprise to him if they had just spent the time fooling around and doing all the other things life offers two young people who want nothing more than to shut out the insane world around them. Later she must have regretted this frivolity, but of course she didn’t have the slightest inkling that her man would suddenly be gone, this woman who had now found a meaning in her life here in the midst of war, regained her hold on life after South Beveland, she trusted her love, and his, though neither spoke the other’s language very well – French was his preference while she did not acquire a good command of English until later.


When eventually she did, however, she made several attempts to contact the Pianist’s superior officers. She wrote letters to Colonel Fuller and Norman D. Cota, who both survived the horrors and returned home as highly decorated war heroes. She didn’t hear a word from Fuller, while Cota wrote semi-psychotic letters in which he asserted that “Europe is now in the midst of a difficult period of reconstruction that will claim further victims among an already hard-tried population, but the cradle of civilisation has survived crises before . . .” and so on. And only as an afterthought did he mention that unfortunately he had no knowledge of any pianist. Maria should also remember that Fuller was the commanding officer in Clervaux and there were not many survivors . . .


She wanted to reply at once and point out that there was no doubt about it, the Pianist had escaped, it was beyond discussion, she described his brief imprisonment in Wiltz, together with Fuller, furthermore, and afterwards the scramble back to Clervaux. But at this point she suddenly broke down, tore up the sheet of paper and scattered the pieces around her with a wail of despair: “Have I dreamt all this up? I can’t remember a thing!!”


That was the first and only time Robert saw his mother so overwrought. And it didn’t last long. The very next evening she sat down and composed a new letter to Cota, with a detailed description of the whole course of events, almost identical to what the son would later find in her diary. But this letter did not lead anywhere either; she didn’t even have the Pianist’s full name (it was her desperation about this that had caused the anguish the day before); she had just called him Bobby (a name her son refused to let pass his lips and which even today he is reluctant to use), but of course it was a short form for Robert, and there were many Roberts in the Allied ranks in the Ardennes, though no musicians or pianists who had been in Clervaux, or none of his age . . . for she had noted his date of birth on the G.I. tag he wore around his neck, 12–1–1919, because on that day – his 26th birthday, 12 January, 1945 – she had surprised him with a roasted goose she had managed to purloin from one of the evacuated neighbouring farms.


This roast dinner, which Robert Junior on one occasion in his adolescent thoughtlessness had called “The Last Supper” (earning himself a stinging slap), was incidentally one of the many war memories that gave rise to rituals in the humble existences of the mother and son which were preserved long into peacetime. Roasted goose was their favourite dish, it was often on the menu, especially in the winter, and always frugally prepared like a kosher meal in the desert. And for Junior to intimate that he wasn’t particularly keen on poultry or that he forced it down so as not to hurt her feelings was not an option – that would only have hurt her more. In this way she was allowed to persist with her misconception that he loved goose as much as the piano lessons she sent him to three times a week, with one of her colleagues at the secondary school in Clervaux, where she taught classical languages – nursing was something she had learned in a hurry when the war broke out.


This was how they lived their lives, mother and son, each with their own philosophy, slightly out of sync with one other, each with their own awkward sensitivities. When he objected to something or was rebellious, then Our Lord (almost) always managed to get him to link this behaviour with things that had no direct connection with the war or the Pianist. As mentioned, he never complained about the piano lessons or the goose – nor about the Canada theory for that matter – but he did complain about drawing at school. Robert hated drawing, drawing and painting, and he produced no more than a handful of pathetic sketches in all the years he was there.


“You’re a strange lad,” she said, “not liking drawing. All kids like drawing.”


“Not me.”


But she could accept this, regard it merely as an idiosyncratic flaw in a delicate child’s mind, which it is a good mother’s duty to temper, with patience.


They had an old well in the yard, which was no longer in use, but which they left uncovered, and one evening when her son was romping around with a friend of the same age, she came running up and shouted:


“I hope you’re not going to jump in!”


She had got it into her head that he was going to commit suicide and could not see that nothing could be further from his mind, could not see that he was having such a good time that he didn’t even understand what she was talking about, now they were off to the forest to shoot wild boar with a bow and arrow.


Every so often she would discover that he was allergic to certain food: white bread, apples, marzipan . . . At other times she would stop him from going to school, it might have been due to something she had read in the papers, a murderer on the loose in Hunsrück or in the Moselle region, or an epidemic which had broken out in Holland, and probably she just needed to have him safe and sound in bed on days that were a little darker than others.


Any other child – who did not have a missing pianist as a father – might perhaps have demanded an explanation for these incidents, especially if the child was approaching puberty. But not Robert. He considered any mysterious behaviour on his mother’s part a consequence of the cold handshake of war. In some way he was also conscious of the terrible miracle that meant he – despite everything – could thank that same war for his very existence. The trials and tribulations documented here do not mean that Robert felt he’d had an over-protective or unhappy childhood. Only much later in his life does his childhood become a problem, when he realises it won’t let go of him.


It should be added that Robert Junior had a serious failing, inasmuch as, like his father, he was in the habit of running away from home. He started doing this when he was only five or six years old, he would suddenly disappear into the forest and had to be found by neighbours and teachers and friends. As he grew older these excursions became longer, they took him up to the surrounding villages, occasionally over the borders into Germany and Belgium, he cycled, went on foot, caught the bus, it happened about once every six months, always without warning, and neither mother nor son could come up with a satisfactory explanation, other than it had to be the hand of fate, the boy didn’t actually belong here in Luxembourg, he too was a guest, like the Pianist.


*


However, none of the scant information Maria had managed to note (or remember) about the Pianist could bring him back. He was and remained a phantasm, with all the qualities and shortcomings of phantasms. Cota sent a Christmas card for a number of years, pleasant and impersonal cards where he expressed his pleasure that reconstruction work was in progress in Europe, that Robert Junior had begun school, played football and especially that he had joined the Scouts (the aged officer espied the beginnings of a military career here, unaware that the Scout movement in the Ardennes has a much stronger affiliation to the Virgin Mary than to Baden-Powell).


One year he also sent a large package containing chewing gum and cigarettes in abundance, and mother and son had a good laugh at that because rationing had long ceased.


“Poor old man,” she smiled. “He’s living in the past.”


But at that moment the fateful idea of sending him a photograph occurred to her – of Robert Junior. No one can resist the pleading eyes of an eight-year-old who has lost his father. And Robert remembers this photo session – which took place in the rooms of a court-accredited photographer and which must have cost his mother a fortune – as the single most excruciating episode in all their endeavours to trace the Pianist.


They caught the train to the capital city, the boy was seated in a fashionable studio on the rue du Cure, beside a piece of Flemish oak furniture and a resplendent display of flowers which his mother had hired, and was forced to listen to an endless squabble between her and the photographer about how he should be dressed – as a ragamuffin, in his school uniform, in his Sunday best or perhaps with a football under his arm – and especially about the expression he should wear to best motivate the retired war veteran to start tracking down his father.


Should he be smiling at all? Maria wondered.


This question was resolved to her satisfaction by the boy’s terrible mood, and by the photographer, who was given permission to take as many pictures as he wanted, whereafter Maria could choose the one showing the boy’s saddest mien. As for his garb, he was dressed in sports clothes (her idea) and really did have a football under his arm (the photographer’s idea).


She learned only many years later that Americans don’t have any interest in European football, and then she burst out laughing again, with the same ambiguous indomitability with which she had received the cigarettes and chewing gum.


“To think we could be so naive!” she said. “Think of all those things we did to find your father. We were so desperate . . .”


“We?” the boy might have answered, but he didn’t, and after he himself had a son, he realised that the football idea was not such a bad one. He just shouldn’t have looked so miserable. An open, friendly eight-year-old with a football under his arm has a much more alluring effect on a runaway father than a miserable wretch who weighs like a boulder on his father’s conscience as soon as he casts his eye on his son, no matter whether the father has any interest in sport or not – strange actually that Cota didn’t send them any more Marshall Aid.


Robert shared the view (in puberty and later) that Cota’s friendly lack of interest – which was not changed by the photograph – derived from the desperate telephone conversation he’d had with Fuller at 12.34 on Sunday, 17 December, 1944, when he made the perhaps militarily correct but nonetheless very unpleasant decision not to go to the aid of his subordinate officer with more than a single lousy battery of S.P. guns (which by the way never arrived, nor is it even certain they were ever sent). Robert could well imagine that some of the same resentment which came in the wake of the recapture of Scheldemunningen – between the Canadians who froze to death in the icy waters and their allies, the British, who bombed the dykes – must also have arisen between Fuller and Cota. With this in mind Cota would hardly be keen to get into contact with Fuller again, ask him stupid questions about a soldier in his – Fuller’s – regiment who was supposed to have played the piano in Europe’s hour of destiny when everyone was under “strict orders” to fight “to the last man”, an order given by Cota himself. Yes, Robert Junior could well imagine that contacting such a haunted subordinate would contravene Cota’s military good sense, perhaps his whole way of thinking with regard to waging war and concluding peace.


However, he never mentioned to his mother this possible explanation for the lack of response from America. And, as already intimated, he gradually became fairly sick of all the searching and did what he could to cope with, undermine, obfuscate or ignore the project as sensitively as possible. The loss of a father is something mothers know little about. A small boy’s loss of a father is far from identical to a woman’s loss of a man. These two entities have nothing in common. They cannot work together. They need to be kept at a distance from each other. An intelligent distance. But this, then, is how they grew up. Maria and that American son of hers, each on their own side of an unanswered question.
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Further north in the same small valley, a short stone’s throw away, lies another pink-walled farm from the golden 1800s, on an idyllic beech-clad slope of the type the tourist authorities like to use to convince the rest of the world that the Grand Duchy has more to offer than a shady banking system and a blossoming steel and porcelain industry. Here lived Markus and Nella, a middle-aged couple whom Robert from the age of two or three referred to as Uncle and Auntie, despite the absence of any blood ties between them. However, Markus was his godfather and he carried a “terrible secret”, as he himself put it. His wife, Nella, on the other hand, had no need for any secrets at all, she could dress as she pleased, wash her hair or not, eat titbits all day long despite a growing weight problem, or pick her nose for that matter, at will, because Markus was blind. The “terrible secret” was that he wasn’t.


He was Belgian by ancestry, as was Maria, from a small village near Stavelot in the Ardennes, and by virtue of his being “neu-deutsch” was enlisted in the Wehrmacht in the late winter of 1941. He was sent to the Eastern Front that same spring and served in the signal corps – with the rank of Leutnant – in General Manstein’s Eleventh Army during the invasion of the Crimea in the autumn of 1941 and through to the raid on Sebastapol the year after. He was wounded in the final stages of the Battle of Stalingrad, lost his sight for a day or two, but then saw it was of benefit to him to have lost it for good and was sent home well before the collapse in the east. He spent the last two years of the war on Nella’s father’s farm on the outskirts of Clervaux and even though she was a good and kind person, she was not much good at keeping a secret when a suitable opportunity to reveal it presented itself; as a result Markus chose to be blind at home as well – “for the time being”, as he called it, or “I’ll open my eyes again when the war is over”, which he told himself, and later Robert, for no-one likes to dupe their nearest and dearest. However, we cannot ignore the fact that it was his blindness which saved him, after peace was declared, from a couple of years in Allied captivity in England, a fate which so many of his “neu-deutsche” Belgian brothers were subjected to.


But Markus never did open his eyes again, although he had a clear view of how it should happen, preferably on a summer’s morning, he sits up in bed and stares at the window and bursts into hesitant jubilation: “I can see shadows, Nella! Shapes! I can see light! Is that the window . . .?” After which he would simulate a slow, incredible recovery of the world of the sighted. Instead, though, he accustomed himself to the blind man’s protected existence as a spy. “No-one has a better life than blind men who can see. They have had the veil drawn away from their eyes; the curtain goes up to reveal real actions and people, with all their faults and charming secrets. It is of course sad to see all these things, but I wouldn’t have been without it for a day.”


This optimism was not always quite so convincing; in particular it lost its shine when the German troops passed by for the second time during the Ardennes Offensive, and it was left to Nella to draw up an escape route through the snow-covered forest, this girl who had hardly ventured beyond Clervaux’s steep slopes. But the couple’s youngest daughter, Marion, a Girl Guide, had. And when the young girl was unsure which path to take, Markus tapped her hip with his white stick, raised his face like a hunted animal scenting the wind and said:


“Are you sure it’s this way, sweetheart? I don’t seem to recognise this . . .” Or he feigned the blind man’s panicky intuition: “No, no, not down there, I can feel it in my bones, we have to go up . . . The wind’s coming from the north, isn’t it? So, it’s this way . . .”


By means of this fine interplay between father and daughter, the family had by morning reached the safety of a relative’s house in the village of Boevange, where they lay low for a week before they had to move further south towards Enscherange, which the Germans called Enscheringen, staying at the homes of various forbearing families until the offensive collapsed – that is, in the same month as Maria and the Pianist were holding the fort in Clervaux.


Even after the war Markus’ blindness was sometimes put to the test. For example, whenever he read a newspaper he had to be constantly on the alert, and not only while reading it: when he was talking to the family he also had to be careful to keep the information he had gleaned by his own efforts separate from the extracts that Marion had occasionally read out to him.


“It’s just a question of tactics,” he told Robert Junior, who as time went by was to become his confidant, and the kids gradually got used to having a father who asked intelligent and leading questions about what was going on in the world, a subject that never failed to interest Markus, about politics, affairs of state and industrial development, not to mention the tribunals that followed in the wake of the war, and which as far as his commanding officer, General Manstein, was concerned, extended into the 1950s.


None of the family members thought it remarkable that Markus never dirtied his clothes, tripped over furniture that had been moved, or showed any indecision regarding the weather. Blind people have exceptionally good hearing, they sense everything that we others are dependent on our sight to know – in fact, the blind don’t actually need sight; in addition, once in a while Markus threw in the odd stumble when he realised that it was a long time since he had last tripped, or he feigned surprise when someone addressed him out of the blue. In order to avoid direct eye contact with the people around him he also always wore dark glasses.


But after his daughters moved out he came up against another problem, as Nella liked neither the news nor reading aloud, and on top of that was mean, and so she often “forgot” to buy useless items like papers, magazines and books. And this is where Robert Junior came in, Markus’ godson and closest neighbour. It was the boy’s job to get hold of suitable material and read aloud to his friend whenever Nella was around. And the reason why Markus eventually let him in on his “terrible secret” was simply the boy’s poor reading skills; the little American was just seven when this not entirely straightforward collaboration began, and doubtless the old man also needed a break from his blindness, a place where he could be himself and enjoy the company of a fellow conspirator. In this way it was actually Markus who taught Robert how to read, in the brief period they had to themselves every day between the end of school and Nella’s return from the draper’s shop she managed in town.


Markus had trained as an electrical engineer in the Belgian Military Academy, the only form of training that was available to him, he claimed, and in the pre-war years had built up quite a name for himself as an inventor, not least of a vulcanisation process – or a kind of adhesive – which proved very useful to the Belgian army, and later also the Wehrmacht. He helped Robert with his maths and physics homework, he knew Latin, he could reel off the names of all the Catholic saints, and was furthermore a rich source of dramatic tales and curious observations. Being with Markus was therefore no sacrifice for Robert, and he was more than pleased to read aloud everything except the reports of the war tribunals. But he liked their walks even more, especially those in the woods, where Markus could behave more spontaneously, there was no end to his quirky stories, a veritable circus unfolded in the woods, a narrative with many beginnings, digressions and, as a rule, a happy ending, for a child’s credulity can be man’s most effective weapon.


Every Saturday afternoon they strolled around town like father and son, sat on a park bench or in a brasserie, where Markus drank beer and schnapps while Robert had an ice cream and cakes and read from the daily papers. And on these walks, in full public view, Markus always moved stiffly and awkwardly, almost like a newly blind person, he walked with his right hand on the boy’s shoulder, making remarks about their surroundings in wry, grouchy terms, the reconstruction work, new fashions, people he knew more about than they did themselves, and tourists who had begun to return, the Germans attracting his attention in particular. And even though Robert thus got to know two people instead of one, he never slipped up and gave away his friend, not even when his mother gave one of her most compassionate sighs and said: “Poor Markus. What a pity he’ll never be able to see the autumn colours again or how beautiful Marion and Josephine are now.”


“He feels it,” the son said, unruffled, perhaps because of all the simulated interest for the Pianist she had forced on him; moreover, Robert had an increasing sense that something was not quite right about these American origins of his. And in this way he learned to look upon Markus as his only true friend, the one he knew everything about and could therefore tell everything, without reservation, including his growing unease regarding the Pianist.
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Markus had a dog, a mongrel he had acquired on an impulse, as if to put the finishing touches to the “blindness” artifice. But after only a few days he named it Delilah, after Samson’s treacherous inamorata, because she was a contrary and uncontrollable dog who had no wish to be the master’s eyes; she was ill-tempered, scabby, and as mangy as a well-thumbed atlas, and she went her own way – at any rate she avoided everyone else’s. So after a year Markus gave her away, or rather he sold her for a nominal sum to a butcher who claimed he needed a watchdog, to Robert’s great sorrow.


But one day, walking through town, they saw the butcher beating Delilah with a stick. The dog whimpered and squealed and blood ran from both ears. “It’s my dog,” the new owner said in his defence when Markus intervened. “I’ve paid for it and I can do what I want with it.”


Markus said a dog was a living being which you cannot treat like an object, life sets limits to the use of force and the rights of ownership.


This nugget of wisdom had such an effect on the butcher that he offered to rescind the deal, to which Markus reluctantly agreed, after intense pressure from Robert.


The boy was ecstatic, and once again impressed by Markus’ wisdom and eloquence. On the way home, however, the blind man insisted that the butcher had not relinquished Delilah out of the goodness of his heart, which had been opened by some well-chosen words on Markus’ part, but because Delilah was as worthless a watchdog as she was a guide dog, she was downright useless for everything except living her own life.


Robert said this was a depressing interpretation. But Markus disagreed:


“If someone does a good deed,” he said, “you don’t start asking what the motives are, it’s enough that the deed is good, you can’t expect any more than that unless you want to be racked by disappointment and bitterness.”


Robert said that this too was a depressing way of looking at life.


“Well, in that case, you will find most explanations of human motives depressing,” Markus said. But from then on Delilah lived by their side, at times of her own accord, she lived in Markus’ house and did as she wished, like a human being, or like a cat – she also had nine lives.


“She’s a clever dog,” Markus said. “She’s seen through me.”


*


At school Robert learned about the Grand Duchy’s motley past, the way it had belonged to Spain and Austria and Holland and France and Germany, just as all schoolchildren first learn about their own country before others. It was Markus who revealed to him the true nature of the Ardennes forests:


“They are a mystery to those who don’t live here, and a blushing beauty to those who do, a green cushion in the middle of Europe whose shifting borders we cross without moving so much as a millimetre – that’s why we speak several languages, to be on the safe side. It is also strange to reflect that no war has ever started here: it is war that comes to the forests, again and again, usually without warning.”


*


Through chatter and play and grandiloquent lectures Markus introduced his young companion to life’s banalities, as well as its less obvious sides, he whispered and spoke aloud, declaimed and illustrated, ordered, pleaded and persuaded, and he it was who was able to present the boy with the definitive explanation of Clervaux’s divine location at the bottom of a dark well: St Bernard had founded its namesake, Clairvaux in France, a good eight hundred years ago and made God aware of Clervaux’s existence; St Bernard was the founder of the Cistercian Order of monks who, unlike the Benedictines, did not allow themselves to freeze on bare rock and barren slopes in order to come closer to their Creator, but instead preferred gorges and deep valleys where they could be in intimate contact with the inner being of all things, of the earth.


Bernard extolled not only spiritual exercises but also the mortification of the flesh – hard work, to put it plainly, from which everything is derived, both the physical world around us and our clear insights, whatever good they might be.


“The greatest wisdom is to be found in the legends of the saints,” Markus said. “And as for our own patron saint, Hubertus, the apostle of the Ardennes, he has more to offer the younger generation than any political party, because it is the same with politics as it is with borders, you can’t be in two parties at once, that is the truth of the matter; moreover, politics makes people bigger than is good for them, it gives them power. Remember that, Robert. Actually we’re only tiny. In every respect. That’s also the first thing we forget when we grow up.”


He would sometimes ask:


“Have you noticed that, in some respects, we not only resemble each other but are identical, not only in a chemical sense, as those new books of yours tell us, but inasmuch as we all, in certain situations, will try to act in the same way? We are equipped with an ability to imitate each other, Robert. That’s why we feel sad and lonely when we’re not like someone else; without a mirror we lose our understanding of who we are; our sense of security does not lie in independence and individual traits but in there being many others like ourselves.”


His inventor’s instinct also lived on in the dark, even though for obvious reasons the practical manifestation of it had been put on ice, and Markus was a true master at repairing toys, in all secrecy, adapting them and devising new ones.


“It’s all about having an eye for what’s missing in this world,” he said. “It might be a pair of newly polished women’s boots which still let in water – in which case you improve the waterproofing – or it might be a bike that you can always get to go that little bit faster than it does now.”


Just seeing someone standing on the pedals of a bike going up a steep hill, let alone getting off and pushing, was enough to start his mind working.


“All it needs is a single mechanical modification – it’s only a matter of gearing – for any child to be able to make it up the hills to Reuler while sitting. Yet it can take years and a day before anyone can be bothered to invent such a device. The discomfort of modern-day bikes, you see, is not significant enough, which means the profit made from inventing a new one is not significant either, even though we cannot rule out the possibility that one day laziness might turn out to be the decisive factor.


“Nor is there such a big difference between getting a bike to go faster and inventing the bike itself, even though many like to think there is. For the bicycle did not suddenly appear out of nowhere It is constructed on the basis of more simple bikes, or carts, and a primitive mechanical knowledge of the wheel and the principles behind the balance nerves, just as the compass presupposed a knowledge of magnetism and the nature of the world, likewise the sailing ship was based on a centuries-old awareness of the simple fact that even a sail-less boat drifts in the wind. So man is not so clever, Robert, he is minuscule, he imitates his predecessors and moves much, much more slowly than even the greatest pessimist can imagine on a dark day.”


Markus continued:


“At school when they start telling you stuff about great progress, about technological wonders and political miracles, keep it in proportion, think of it as very minor, especially as far as man’s thinking capacity goes – do you remember William of Orange?”


Yes, yes, Robert did remember William, who is a central figure in Markus’ wax cabinet, which he used to illustrate the principle of imitation – the fact that human beings have a limited range of movements at their disposal, and they repeat these movements, they fine-tune and improve them until they become identical with those others have performed. This is called both inheritance and tradition. What you call it is of no significance.


In fact, for Robert’s first communion Markus gave him a biography of the Prince of Orange, as well as a children’s illustrated encyclopaedia of saints in which it was said that St Vitus – one of the great figures from the Ardennes – was tortured to death by his heathen father, and lucky is he who does not have a father like that, it is better to be fatherless.


For Robert’s second communion he was given a facsimile edition of the life of St Malachy, an Irish monk who, eight hundred years ago, breathed his last in the French Clairvaux, as well as a classic edition of the Old Testament, containing a dedication written by Markus to the effect that it was the Old Testament that had significance and power, because God hadn’t decided yet whether He should invest in man or not; and, as we all know, He still hasn’t.


Maria was a little uneasy about this last present, not so much because of the unusual theological message but because the book was very valuable and had belonged to Nella and Markus’ son, Peter, for which child they’d had similar aspirations, but whom they lost on the Eastern Front before he could live up to any of them. Maria was worried Robert would not only be raised and adopted by the neighbouring couple but also be transformed into a substitute for the child they had lost, and thereby become an even greater phantasm than he already was.
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At this time mother and son had other problems to contend with. Robert was lonely at school, and outside too; his peers were either too young or too old, he made a friend and lost him again. He took up an interest, engrossed himself in it, then it became as boring as clearing the table and he dropped it. He took Delilah for walks or went alone, then he disappeared again, wandered around in the borderlands, crossed the River Our and exchanged small talk with the local farmers, and this time he wasn’t found by nightfall, he didn’t come home of his own accord either, he was on his way south.


“How can he do this to me?” Maria complained to Markus, who placed both hands on top of his white stick and answered consolingly:


“He isn’t doing it to you, Maria, and he’ll get over it. Look how calmly I’m taking it, even though I love him like my own son.”


“But what if the Knife-Thrower gets him?”


“There is no Knife-Thrower, you know that.”


“But why doesn’t he stop doing it?”


That is a question her son has to answer for himself, so Markus says nothing, and Robert is found the next day. He had slept on the slopes above Gentingen, on the Luxembourg side, it was bright, early summer weather, warm, and he had wanted to listen to the Our’s tinkling, silvery voice and watch the sunrise above the Rhineland, he is a dreamer, there is no more mystery to it than that.


“But can’t you just stop doing it?!” Maria exclaims to the person in question. To this he just smiles and asks if he can have a budgie, a new book, a Thermos flask, or a mudguard for his bike. He is beginning to get a name for himself as a schemer, but Maria is not having any of this, so he doesn’t get the budgie, or the Thermos flask, but he may be given an edifying book a little later, and his attempts to run away are gradually demystified, they suddenly stop for a while, and there appears to be an external cause:


*


The world has moved into the 1960s, and Maria has a year’s sabbatical from school to put the finishing touches to a work she has been struggling with for as long as anyone can remember, at any rate since she herself was a schoolgirl: a new Latin primer for use in the top classes, a book which aims to reveal the ancient language’s true beauty in an attractive and engaging manner.


Robert cannot quite see what is wrong with the old book, except that it is old, and of course producing something new is always a worthy motive, whether there is a need or not. This is her life’s work, a task which calls for both idealism and endeavour, presumably it is also the gateway to a new era, an ambition she has nurtured for so long it is now impossible to lower her sights.


But a paid sabbatical to work on this pie in the sky is out of the question, so mother and son have to live on their savings, which are next to nothing, since Maria in the post-war years “was fortunate to have full-time employment”, as she used to say, and “fortunate to live in the large house she had paid almost nothing for”, and therefore had acquired the habit of giving away everything she could dispense with to those “who were even worse off than us”: pupils she had for some reason taken an interest in or felt sympathy for, poor wretches from the sleepy villages on the surrounding hillsides, for education is that gift of God – next to love – which we must do our utmost to make ourselves worthy of; so they decide to take in a lodger.


The first to arrive is one of her young colleagues, a maths teacher and a bookworm from the capital, who is out of place up here in the north, in Ösel, at any rate, he can’t talk about the weather, the war and growing potatoes in a natural, chatty way, he demands a territory of silence around his person, requires hot milk every morning and wants his dinner served in his room in order to avoid the ridiculous and incomprehensible conversations between the mother and son. This lasts for approximately three weeks. Then that is the end of room service and silence; Maria ensures the former, and Robert the latter. And they have to look for someone else.


There are even greater problems with the next lodger, however, as in Robert’s eyes he is as unbearable as the first, while Maria is transformed into a foolish young girl the moment he appears. His name is Albert, a farmer’s son and a real ruddy-faced son of Ösel, bursting with energy and the possessor, furthermore, of a heroic war record: when he was only sixteen he joined the partisans and fought the Germans tooth and claw and was later duly decorated when the country’s rightful government returned from London. Now he is working on the railway, which creeps through the valleys in this rugged little country like a slow-worm through a quarry, and is in permanent need of repair and maintenance: trees that fall on the lines, landslides, bushes and shrubs that grow where they shouldn’t. He is in his early thirties, with a body that youth will not relinquish, energetic from morning till night, also in his free time at home on his host’s badly neglected farm, chopping wood, doing garden work and making repairs here and there which Markus, because of his blindness, cannot help him with – new tiles on the roof, a broken attic window, that type of thing. And Robert particularly dislikes the lingering gazes his mother casts like a veil over those broad, brutal shoulders. So he does what he can to sour the atmosphere in the home by means of moodiness and backbiting. But it has no effect, neither on the new Adonis nor on his beloved mother, especially not on her.


“Why are you behaving like that?” she says. “Anyone would think you were jealous! As if I will ever find a new husband . . .”


Her words are not without a tinge of sorrow and regret, her intonation in particular is revealing, and her sitting at home all day, lonely, dwelling on all the things she hasn’t got contributes further to Robert’s annoyance. In the end, the boy has to turn to Markus once again:


“Yes, I see the problem,” the blind man says. “And it shouldn’t be too hard to solve . . .”


But then he has second thoughts, and mumbles something to the effect that the solution may be beyond them, or beyond Robert at least, who is only fourteen . . . But this is not what Robert wants, he nags Markus until he gives in:


“First you’ve got to realise it’s no use criticising or maligning him to your mother. It’s better to make friends with him and make him your new idol. But – after a month or two – express your disappointment with him, she won’t be able to take that.”


Robert immediately recognises that this plan is a stroke of genius and cautiously begins to change his sullen manner, as though reluctantly falling for the same charm that has so dramatically cast his mother at the interloper’s feet. And it is a surprisingly painless transition, it is a sheer relief to call off this self-destructive tactical warfare, and Albert doesn’t object to Robert chopping wood alongside him or talking about girls and football (he supports Standard Liège), or school for that matter. He teaches Robert how to work a draisine, shows him how to shunt a train onto another track, and Robert begins to value his opinions, including in those areas where earlier Markus had reigned supreme.


One Sunday in autumn he also goes with Albert to visit his family, who live in the village of Boennange in the hills to the west. They have just got their electricity back, so Robert is present at the solemn presentation of an electric coffee grinder and a hairdryer to Albert’s younger sister, who giggles and hardly dares show her face until the guest has talked Letzebuergesch long enough to prove that he is normal. A wonderful meal is served, they talk about the weather and the war and the crops in a natural, chatty way, and afterwards Albert shows Robert his medals and an album of photos taken during the darkest days of the offensive, and he lets Robert hold a gun he seized from the Germans and later kept as a trophy – it is things like these that tell a man where he belongs and who he is, Albert says pointedly, and Robert feels the scales falling from his eyes, bred as he has been on Markus’ much more chaotic war, and on his mother’s, which he will probably never ever make sense of.


On the way back, the old jeep has a puncture and they find themselves with an unplanned walk of more than two hours, but the weather is magnificent, the autumn as clear as water and the silence as immense as it can be around the screeches of distant buzzards flying above unchanging forests. Robert, in other words, begins to suspect that “being disappointed” by this man is not going to be an easy task. So he postpones his plan, some flaw will crop up, no doubt, even beneath such a hale and hearty exterior, if it makes sense to speak in such paradoxical terms. But as a result they become even closer, so Robert decides at length to forget the whole project. And he does. Until Markus brings up the subject again as they are walking home from high Mass on Christmas Day, a few steps behind the rest of the party.


“Well, how’s it going with Albert?” the blind man asks, and he does so because it is obvious that he has already seen how it is going. “Not so easy, eh?” he concludes before Robert has time to cough up an answer.


“No,” Robert is forced to admit, and suddenly realises – seeing his own reflection in the dark glasses – that this was in fact the plan, Markus’ plan, from the outset, to ensure that his dear friend and neighbour, Maria, didn’t get her much-needed romantic pleasure spoiled by a pampered whelp. Robert was stunned.


“Your mother’s still a beautiful woman,” Markus says. “In these past few months she’s been more beautiful than ever.”


After a moment’s thought, Robert feels a kind of relief at this development, despite everything, even though the purely aesthetic side of the matter still disgusts him, the thought of this bundle of energy from the woods, ten years younger than her, uninterested in anything bookish, an impossible constellation even in his darkest fantasies, but if the worst came to the worst, what would his family relationship be with Robert? Father? Big brother? Or a constant reminder that he wasn’t either?


But just into the New Year, Robert comes home from school and finds his mother in quite a distraught state, similar to when she received a letter from her saviour Cota.


“Albert’s gone,” she says bluntly, without giving any further explanation, just shaking her head in despair (too theatrical, the son thinks) – Albert who had promised to extend her kitchen garden in the spring.


Robert realises that something has happened in this house during the last few hours, which has nothing to do with him and which he doesn’t want to have anything to do with either, he is content to miss the railway man in silence, he is used to this, missing a man in silence, and afterwards Albert is never mentioned again, except for once when Maria, in reply to Nella’s impertinent question about what had become of the war hero, mumbles with an apologetic blush, there was nothing wrong with him, no, there wasn’t. But, as already mentioned, Robert’s disappearances have come to an end. He hasn’t run away for more than eight months, hasn’t even considered it.
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Maria was tetchy and absent-minded for a month after the break with the flawless Albert. Work on the Latin primer came to a standstill, and now and then her son heard her groan in anguish that she had absolutely no talent for writing: “At my age it’s sad to have to admit that my time has gone . . .”


But the new lodger is accepted precisely because of this inertia. She is a former pupil of Maria’s, her name is Leni and she comes from the tiny village of Dorscheid, south-west of Clervaux; she is one of the gifted poor children who have benefited from Maria’s small-scale philanthropy. Now she has completed her studies in Germany and returns just at the right time: her primary reason is to take a job at the school in Clervaux as Maria’s closest colleague, but she needs a place to stay and accordingly joins Maria in writing the Latin primer.


It is a lively and constructive domestic arrangement, for as long as it lasts, because Leni soon falls in love with the energetic gymnastics teacher, gets married and moves into his house in the early autumn of the following year. But before that she manages to get the primer moving. She is a sleepy, intelligent and ironic person who can paint the world around her with such incisive language that Robert sees it in a different light. She has wide hips, great ambitions in life (with regard to what never becomes clear), she is hard-working and lazy by turns and not afraid to tell Maria that such and such chapters are “too boring”, “too weak”, “have to be reworked”, and Maria takes on board the criticism to such an extent that when the book is finally finished, Leni’s name features on the title page as co-author.


If there is anything wrong with her at all it would have to be the overwhelming erotic force she fills the small home with – she lives a grammatically correct life and is, as mentioned, ready to start a family. Robert falls profoundly and slavishly in love with her, peeps through the keyhole when she is having a bath, which she often does, for Leni is scrupulously clean; he listens to the creaking of her bed, greedily sniffs the air where she has been and scowls at her guests – especially the males – who now make their way to his home in great throngs, threatening to transform it into a self-important academic common room.


Maria is slightly uneasy about all this vitality, but only slightly, because the railwayman is forgotten, and she enjoys walking along the street with her new lodger, arm in arm, they are two young friends, sitting in cafés and attending the concerts that are occasionally held in the restored chateau – and Robert has his own ideas about what is going on in her mind; or the two ladies take part in meetings of the local history society, an organisation consisting of war veterans, historians and ordinary people with the Ardennes Offensive on the brain, who never tire of discussing its minutiae and its significance for world history, and especially the battle’s moral implications, an activity which may well be justified, since the man who was behind the carnage here, General Manteuffel, stated, as late as in 1974, that the offensive was based on a correct analysis by Hitler: “Neither Hitler nor his Chief of Staff could shut their eyes to this last throw of the dice . . .”


*


Included among Leni’s chattels was another sensation, her brother Léon, nine years older than her, whom the war had treated exceptionally badly. Before Léon made his first entrance, Maria drew her son to one side and whispered in his ear something about a war neurosis, but Robert never detected a sign of any mental afflictions in Léon apart from a permanently vacant smile, long periods of silence and a tendency to say: “Remember: I was never afraid!” as soon as the subject of war was broached, and it sometimes was, in a natural, chatty way.


But this was all Léon had to say about this European Calvary. And one of the reasons Robert got on with him so well was doubtless Léon’s scorn for the Americans and the British and the Germans (and the Canadians!), and the fact that he viewed his own tiny little country with great disquiet, especially this new idea of having a radio station broadcasting in English, the only language uglier than German. Léon spoke only Letzebuergesch and French in emergencies – if he had to ask the way, confess to Father Rampart or read Les Oiseaux du monde, a ten-volume work about birds, his great and quite possibly only passion apart from Leni and her career.


Léon drove round with a wheelchair in the boot of his car, which he had no need for, as far as Robert could see, and he walked with a stick which, likewise, he didn’t appear to need, even though he had a bad limp or else couldn’t really decide whether he had one or not. He still lived on his family farm in Dorscheid, which he ran with a previous house help – “the lovely Agnes”, as Leni called her – and with whom – it was rumoured – he lived in sin. While Léon’s explanation of the arrangement was that he didn’t love her and therefore could not allow her to enter holy matrimony.


Agnes and Léon didn’t have any children, but she had two sons from an earlier marriage, two boys it was claimed Léon didn’t notice, or if he did he brought them up with strict discipline and self-denial. But to Robert this seemed more like a confused love of isolation; Robert was the only person who was allowed to go to Dorscheid and study this half-family from the inside and he was therefore asked many questions about them, which he soon learned to answer with: “I don’t know.”


Agnes’ sons were called Max and Remo, they were born in the prosperous years after the war and were in their early teens when Robert got to know them. They were talented at sport and very popular with the girls at school, moderately endowed in academic respects and in many ways enclosed in their own inseparable world, like twins.


Leni said that Léon didn’t exchange a word with the boys for the first three years they lived in his house. But when they were seven or eight years old they suddenly exhibited an interest in birds. Léon took them into the fields and pointed at the sky and told them the birds’ Latin names, which they retained in their small heads, to Léon’s cautious delight. He showed them how to take photos with a sophisticated camera, taught them how to identify rare species and to hate the Belgian bird-catchers who sneaked across the borders every spring and autumn to do whatever they wanted in our forests.


“The birds don’t recognise any borders,” Léon said. “They have the same name everywhere. We have to respect that.”


As a result of an affair – or a connection – which no-one mentioned by name, he had managed to acquire a small car, a Triumph, in which he increasingly often drove to Clervaux to visit his sister and her interesting hosts, his sole friends if the truth be told, apart from Father Rampart, the priest in Rodershausen, who hasn’t been introduced yet but soon will be.


Sometimes Léon also crossed the border, especially into Germany – to revisit places he had seen in more challenging times, as he put it – and once he took along one of the “twins”, Remo – there was only room for one passenger in the car so they had to toss for it. They visited a wetland by the Rhine and studied herons. They splashed around in a public swimming pool, camped in a tent and wandered around the large meadows with binoculars and a camera. The trip passed without incident, but on the way home Léon stopped at the memorial cemetery at Daleiden. Here, in an out-of-the-way wooded area with a wonderful view of the Our Valley and the Luxembourg forests, the Germans can in embarrassed silence honour their comrades who died in the offensive of 1944–45. This is where Léon is said to have fallen to his knees by one of the graves – bearing the inscription “Jochen Berl” – and, sobbing with emotion, pleaded with both God and the devil to expel the insanity that still raged in his wretched head.


This scene had given Remo such a shock – he told his brother about it as soon as he got home – that a new silence ensued between Léon and his stepsons, a silence which remained unbroken until they started at secondary school, when he gave them each a racing bike superior to any others, on which they won many trophies, in Luxembourg, Belgium and the Netherlands.


People said that Léon had been very bright as a child, that ever since his birth he had been attended by hopes and privileges, but that the war and “the war neurosis” had destroyed all this brilliance, so it was left to Leni to become the first academic in the farming family. However, Léon accompanied her along the way, helped her through her studies with encouragement and small amounts of money on the few occasions he had any, he pushed and pressurised her and learned enough about what she was doing to be able to keep up a kind of dialogue. In this way, not only Leni but Léon, too, became involved in Maria’s Latin Primer for the Upper Secondary School.


This was their rallying point, a shared interest which did not focus on themselves. They argued most about the choice of texts. Maria had a soft spot for Caesar, Cicero and Tacitus, arguing that the pupils could learn a little bit of history alongside the magical language, because the past is indubitably longer and more important than the future. Leni, for her part, wanted a greater proportion of holy scripts – the Jews and the Greeks can say what they like, Latin is the language of God! – Clervaux’s namesake is moreover the seat of an age-old clerical tradition. Léon and Robert, on the other hand, were novices who wanted to translate cartoons into Latin: Donald Duck and Tintin – an idea that was later realised, though unfortunately not by our heroes, and which made no contribution of any value at all. Robert probably only took part so that he could sit next to Leni at the large dining-room table when the editorial team held meetings, which often ended with a few glasses of wine at which time his right thigh could rest against Leni’s left thigh for half an hour of bliss without anyone else noticing.


“Latin is the mother of all languages,” Maria pronounced, while Léon in a moment of clarity opined that it was a dead language and should be taught for that reason – the language of the dead must be respected and kept alive. Before blushing deeply.


Father Rampart held his trembling, alcohol-afflicted hands over the whole project, as its spiritual custodian. He had been an army chaplain – or maybe it was called a padre – in General von Vietinghoff’s Army Group until he had to lay down arms in northern Italy at the end of April 1945. But Rampart spent fewer than two weeks in Allied captivity, as so many soldiers on the victorious side could testify that he had interceded on behalf of, and presumably saved the lives of, a large number of Allied P.O.W.s in the course of the Italian campaign. It was also said that it was his idea to evacuate the art treasures from Monte Cassino (and put them in the Vatican for safekeeping) before the monastery was razed to the ground by the joint action of the attacking and defending forces, even though there are many others who claim credit for this act. As a token of gratitude for his efforts – if we are really to believe this story – he was allowed to seek refuge in Reims during the summer of 1945, on a study tour financed by the Vatican.


Father Rampart was originally from Paderborn, a German in body, but not necessarily in soul, and he didn’t want to go home again after the war and his stay in France, what suited him was an irregular white spot halfway between: Luxembourg. Now he resided in Rodershausen, a small border town in the Our Valley where Robert had got to know him on one of his excursions. There were more of these again now, but they had changed character and all of them ended up in Rodershausen, at Father Rampart’s, it was as if the priest was also working as a border guard, much to Maria’s relief.


“I don’t have a father,” Robert once gave as a vague reason for his sudden and irresistible desire to roam the forests.


“We all do,” Father Rampart purred. Then instead they embarked upon a subject Robert didn’t wish to discuss with his mother or Markus, or with any of his classmates: the other sex, which was a mystery to both of them.
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